
Transcribed from http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b09qb0n7  
Segment begins at 2h 43m 36s 
 
John Humphrys: Syria is still the world's greatest humanitarian disaster. [*][*] Huge numbers of 
people, many of them children, are still dying. [*] And, yet again, the United Nations has said 
‘Something must be done. There must be a ceasefire. The international community’ -- whatever 
that may be! [*] -- ‘must get involved.’ After more than seven savage years [*], it all has a bit of a 
hollow ring to it. 
 
Well, Karin von Hippel [*] is the Director General of the Royal United Services Institute [*]. Is 
there <weary tone> any sort of viable peace process [*]...? 
 
Karin von Hippel: It appears ... Good morning … Uh, it appears to be, uh, the case that … I don't 
see any hope right now. I feel that, uh, the situation has gone from bad to worse to even worse. 
[*] We’re in a situation now where, previously, the US, UK and other countries were leading on 
the peace process in Syria [*] -- albeit not successfully [*] -- to a situation now where you have 
Russia and Iran really in the lead [*]. And what Russia and Iran want in Syria is not going to be 
good for the average Syrian. [*]  
 
JH: In other words, they want to keep Assad in power [*], because… 
 
KvH: They want to keep Assad in power. They don't care about the civilians that have been 
killed, and they don't care about more civilians, uh, getting killed. [*] There are still many pockets 
of the country under control of opposition groups, jihadists, even some ISIL pockets as well. 
Obviously everyone wants to push ISIL out [*]; but, in terms of a peace process that brings all 
the parties to the table -- minus these Jihadi groups and ISIL [*] -- that really doesn't exist right 
now. 
 
JH: And what's America doing? [*] Because Donald Trump did send in a few missiles [*], and we 
all thought “Oh! Perhaps something’s going to happen!” [*] 
 
KvH: Yes. I'm not sure he fully understands how to implement a strategy… He was obviously … 
uh, he was … disturbed by the images of the kids being killed by the chemical attack [*], and he 
sent 59 Tomahawk missiles in, and then he thought ‘job done’. And of course the use of force 
only matters if it's followed by meaningful diplomatic efforts to bring parties back to the table. 
Otherwise it's just a one-off. And by the way, the Syrian regime [*] and the Russians were tipped 
off before that had happened, so it really didn't cause that much damage [*].  
 
JH: <wearily> And the prospect of meaningful diplomatic … <with a cynical chuckle> 
manoeuvers ... uh, what? Nil?  
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KvH: Well, at the moment, no. But if the US, UK and others really pushed their way back into a 
leadership position, yes, I think things could turn. That would be a great thing to happen. I don't 
see any evidence, right now, of that happening.  
 
JH: So who needs to take the initiative? [*] 
 
KvH: I mean, I think this country certainly could push, quietly, behind the scenes… 
 
JH: Really? 
 
KvH: Yes, with … Push the Americans, as well, to say “Look, let's reassert ourselves. We used 
to control this process.” The earlier agreements that had been reached in 2012-2014 in Geneva, 
uh, they could … they need to be reinvigorated. [*] I don't think the UN on its own can do it 
without the Americans in pole position. And so we're in a situation now where the UN is trying, 
but it really can't reinvigorate its own peace process. 
 
JH: The lazy analysis is that, erm, America backed off when Russia moved in... [*] 
 
KvH: Yeah, I mean, that started to happen at the end of the Obama administration; but I don't 
think secretary Kerry, when he was the Secretary of State, backed off. But then the transition 
happened, and president Trump just took so long to, er, figure out what he's doing. He still really 
hasn’t explained what his Syria policy is. [*] Do you remember, he said “We'll have an ISIL 
policy in 30 days”? We still haven't seen any evidence of that. There was a National Security 
Strategy that was published in December -- and the same day it was published, he contradicted 
several of the things in the Strategy itself, with respect to Russia, for example. [*] So it's not 
clear to me that there is a US foreign policy writ large, nor on specific issues such as Syria, ISIL, 
Russia, etc.  
 
And if I asked you -- just in a few seconds, if you would -- where Syria is likely to be in, let's say, 
five years from now…? [*] 
 
KvH: I’m not optimistic, unfortunately. It's such a tragedy. Half the population has been 
displaced, half a million have been killed, and I'm not optimistic it's going to get any better... 
 
JH: More rubble...? [*] 
 
KvH: Without … yes,  more rubble [*] … without a significant push by the US, UK and other 
countries. 
 
JH: Karin von Hippel, thank you very much indeed. 


